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n winter the boats moored beside 

the canal look like they are huddling 
together against the harshness of the 
season. Woodsmog barbecues your 
nose whenever you step outside. Your 
breath becomes dragon-mist, dances 
away to join the smoke wraiths coming 
from every black steel chimney. Water 
Gypsy kids knock your door, trying to 
flog you wood they have gathered. 
They move like ants in parkas, pulling 
improvised sleds full of logs and even 
liberated telegraph poles, along the 
ice-dangered towpath. 


All us ex-Ragged Walkers, all us ex 
Children of The Hum, Dragon Tribes, 
Free Campers mix with our Water 
Gypsy neighbours more when the 
heavy manners of frost are on us. Less 
sitting smoking on the roof and 
nodding hello to the next boat, more 
actually being inside each others’ 
homes, sharing the same few warm 
tables by the fire in The Lost Owl pub. 
This is when you pick up stories about 
the Empress Eel becoming wise 
through learning all that the corpses 
she nibbles on knew. Stories about 
Stay Belows rapping on hulls at night, 
of drowned babies swimming through 


the weeds, constant in their cries for 
long-dead mothers. 


It has always been loose floating 
republic, filthy hippies and the 
descendants of those who used to ply 
the Weychester & Blackmore canal. 
They have grown used to those of us 
trapped in the warping gravity of 
nostalgia, always banging on about 
free festivals and humline navigations. 
We have grown used to their strict 
rules on hospitality — always offer 
bread and butter, always offer a spoon 
of apple brandy in tea even if you know 
they are tee-totalers, talk promisingly 
of a cold sausage being a possibility 
despite the fact you've not had any 
meat pass your lips since 1971. 


Both lots have slowly begun to adjust 
to the Punks coming into the 
community of the cut with their speed 
possession, death dub music and cold 
ammonia perfume. It is greased by a 
commonality of being despised. 
Shared language of distrust for 
authority, manifested in subtle nods, 
downward glances and improvised 
hand signals whenever someone who 
looks like they are on official business 
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comes along. An adoption of ringing 
five bells when anyone spots a copper 
on the towpath. Tve even learned the 
chalk hieroglyphics the Water Gypsies 
use at moorings ~ the eye mask to let 
you know you'll be observed; the dot in 
two circles for a bad stretch; smiling 
cross for a friendly doctor, broken 
bottle for an unfriendly pub; struck 
crescent moon for a cursed place. 


Another thing many of us living on the 
canal share is what the Water Gypsies. 
call a ‘travelling soul’. The constant 
ache of onwards. Signal-Catcher Rose, 
Iron Bedlam Ronnie and some of the 
others in my floating tribe are actually 
looking forward to the canal freezing, 
holding their own frost fair upon it. 
For me, the prospect puts glass and 
feathers in my stomach. I cannot stand 
the sense of being held in place. Don’t 
get me wrong, I like my wintering spot 
on the edge of Starfall Common under 
a pylon for old-time’s sake, but I even 
before Midwinter I was restless. 
Already itching with the thought of 
spring, moving off. New navigations, 
new wyrd wanderings. 


My first wyrd wanderings began with 
The Hum. I remember my Pylon 
People days, The Hum calling us. Once 
you heard it, you saw and felt 
everything differently. It transformed 
you, put you on a completely different 
wavelength. It filled our heads with its 
telling of tomorrow, vibrating its 
stories into all of its Children. I 
couldn't deny the maps it placed in my 
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head. I had to walk them. Tracing the 
humlines pylon-to-pylon, station-to- 
station. Across cold field, below cloud 
omen sky — we walked. Above us it was 
path carving the sky, urging us to 
harrow highway on the ground. Of 
course, land-owners saw us as 
problem, as plague. Of course, the 
police agreed. There were 
confrontations, a lot of shotguns 
waved. I’ve still got a pellet tattoo from 
a field near Long Lavington. In the 
winter of ‘73, some of The Children 
even froze to death. It was the longest 
of trips. 


Under The Hum, pylons were 
transformed. We looked up and saw 
sacred geometry. We looked up and 
saw holy angles. They acted as 
mandalas, making sanctified space 
underneath for us to meditate in. They 
were our temporary transmission 
temples. We had our galvanising 
invocations. We had our saints of The 
Hum. We prayed by walking the 
humlines. Rode the current of faith. 
We were Pylon Pilgrims. We were 
Pylon People Even years later I 
dream of those transference towers, of 
walking the electric ley of the land as 
voltage ghost. Reverie in the songs of 
the wire, The Hum. Even though The 
Silence fell, even though no-one hears 
it these days, it's still inside me. 


Sometimes when I'm out scuffing up 
the ghost soil, I retrace routes I walked 
under the lines. Maybe I do it in the 
hope of catching a temporal flicker of 
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myself from back then. Maybe I do it 
in hope of picking up a ghost 
transmission. While I started my 
maundering malarkey following the 
direction of The Hum, later I tried 
traversing by dream tokens, treking 
my way across the myths of the land. 
We live in a landscape of gateways and 
guardians. We are navigations across 
the wyrd. Recognising this a step into 
wisdom. 


The land sings. We all know it. Most 
spend their lives trying to block out 
those songs, because higher truth 
tends to be disruptive. It used to sing 
to me as The Hum and I couldn't help 
but listen. Listen and follow the 
electric leys. Now in my wyrd 
wanderings, I flow along the cunning 
currents of the land, make a charting 
of them. Savvy folk have always known 
a map is powerful magic. Whether 
schoolroom propaganda or route to 
treasure. The old magicians of 
Hookland made maps of the way 
power moved through place, but 
burned them before they died. Some 
things have to be self-plotted to have 
potency. 


Some people focus a lot of talk on 
pilgrimages, talk of quests. There’s an 
implication of knowing where you are 
going, knowing what you want in those 
words. Sometimes it is that way, but it 
doesn’t usually work like it for me. My 
head hasn’t been properly wired like 
that since The Silence. Nowadays, I 
tend to just aim for where the song of 
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the land is coming from loudest. 
Failing that, try to navigate towards 
True Faery North, aim for the 
gleaming land that enfolds ours. Even 
if you don't get to it, to walk in that 
direction seems important to me. I 
doubt my soul was ever built to know 
what its ultimate direction was 
anyway. 


Besides, when you think you are 
questing for one thing, looking for a 
particular truth, the actual wandering 
tends to kicks your backside down a 
different route. Provides you with the 
revelations you need, not the ones you 
think you do. Last year I thought I 
would go on a wander, try to find out 
what the fuss behind the River Teran 
was. 


Even in Hookland, where talk of curse 
is common currency, many develop an 
involuntary shudder when the Teran is 
mentioned. In conversation across 
pints, there’s muttering its true name 
is the Black Tear, that it's the dark 
father of 'things'. Claim it is bad from 
spring to salt. 


Of course, I had to go have a look. Had 
to have me a wyrd wander. Took the 
boat as far up it as could, tracked the 
rest of it on foot, keeping close to the 
flow as I possible. Everyone knows 
each river in Hookland has it spirit, its 
guardian force. Whether it is Old Man 
Darrow or Mother Elder, they are not 
to be angered nor short-changed in 
their appeasing. Yet no-one seems to 
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even know the name of Teran’s spirit. I 
do now. By the time I got to the source, 
that is what it all. ended up being 
about, not some malarkey about its 
alleged malignancy. I know its name, 
know how to give it the respect it 
wants. Reckon I am one of the rare 
rascals with a good enough 
relationship with it to take brown trout 
from the Teran. To me, rod rights are a 
better quest result than finding some 
ancient sword. 


Often, navigating by Faery North, by 
going where the land sings to you 
loudest, takes you to places you start 
out by not really wanting to be. When 
the ice-teared ropes of February have 
thawed, when winter’s harsh holding 
to Starfall is done, I can already feel 
the pull to The Wastes. Hookland’s salt 
marshes are territory treacherous. 
Places carved by tide and malice. 
Navigations of undertow, dangerous 
hesitation. Full of ghost-rot and curse- 
echo. They seep into your soul in 
dangerous ways. Establish colonies of 
fear. No-one in their right minds 
would want to go there, so it is the 
perfect place for me to do some wyrd 
wandering. 
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There is further cold tyranny to get 
through first. A threat of icebound 
stasis to stare down. Frigid months 
where nothing is more important than 
keeping the stove going, not ending up 
up like the Children of ‘73. I will hold 
to the green hope of spring, to casting 
off. Till then I'll wait for the nightly 
knock of the Dark Lantern traders, the 
five bells sounded on an empty paint 
tin to let us know there’s a copper 
coming down the tow looking for a 
felled telegraph pole. I will be on my 
way soon enough, pushing out and 
into the strange. 


